-has stood the test of time and is perhaps the most widely recognized and venerable theoretical tradition in environmental sociology. The treadmill of production stands out as one of the first attempts in sociology to develop a political economy of environmental crises, complementing the work of other foundational environmental sociologists (Catton & Dunlap, 1978) questioning the growth paradigm that lies at the heart of modern societies. Unlike most 20th-century mainstream sociology (and unlike most social science in general), the treadmill theory is based on a recognition of both the dependence of societies on the natural environment and the dramatic effects of modern societies on natural resources and ecosystems.
The treadmill of production approach is sharply distinguished from other prominent theories of society-environment interactions in at least two important respects. First, Schnaiberg and his colleagues (Gould et al., 1996; Pellow et al., 2000; Schnaiberg, 1980; Schnaiberg & Gould, 1994; Schnaiberg et al., 2002) argued for going beyond micro individualistic analyses, such as characterizes consumer society approaches, and focusing on the power of the economic and political elite to control social interaction with the environment. Second, Schnaiberg and colleagues argued that environmental sustainability cannot be achieved within the context of elite-dominated, particularly capitalist, societies with their focus on the expansion of production for the generation of private profits. In short, the treadmill theory argues that to overcome the modern environmental crisis the fundamental structures of modern society must be dramatically altered.
Given the prominence of the treadmill perspective in the field of environmental sociology and the many developments in the subdiscipline since the original formulation of the theory, now, nearly a quarter of a century since Schnaiberg's (1980) book was first published, is an appropriate time to carry out a careful assessment of the importance of this work for both social science and environmental struggles. The contributions to this issue help further our understanding of the treadmill of production while pointing to potential areas that can be further developed, refined, and extended. In their contribution, Gould, Pellow, and Schnaiberg explain and clarify some of the central concepts of the treadmill of production and present the case for its continuing importance to the environmental social sciences. They highlight some of the important aspects of the treadmill that are often misunderstood and present a lucid picture of how the treadmill developed at the end of the 20th century and where it stands at the beginning of the 21st.
The other contributions to this issue represent both assessments and applications of the treadmill perspective. Wright, commenting both sympathetically and critically on Gould et al.'s article, provides a perspective on the place of the treadmill theory in the broader field of political economy. Buttel, based on his three decades of work in environmental sociology, provides an insightful assessment of where the treadmill now stands as a body of theory. He argues that the treadmill retains some rough edges and has room for refinement in several ways but remains basically sound as a theoretical perspective. Obach, based on analysis of historical evidence, assesses the relationship of labor unions to the treadmill, reaching the conclusion that they have often played a contradictory role and raising the possibility that labor has the potential to help challenge the ruthless expansion of the treadmill. Finally, York comments on the type of evidence that is needed to adjudicate the contradictory claims of treadmill theory and ecological modernization theory regarding the effect of modernization on environmental sustainability. Taken together, the articles in this issue both reaffirm the central importance of the treadmill in environmental sociology and point the way for further development, expansion, and refinement of the theory. Like the original treadmill perspective, these analyses in general share a realism that neither downplays the threat of current production relations to the global environment nor gives in to crude apocalyptic visions. Rather, the hard road that human society must travel if the environmental crisis is to be addressed is laid out. These articles thus belong, in our view, to the best social science of the environment currently to be found and point the way to its further development.
